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In Chosen Peoples: Sacred Sources of National Identity, Anthony Smith located the United 
States as part of the broader Judeo-Christian tradition that, in its evolution into a ‘myth of 
ethnic election,’ served as the cornerstone for the modern nation. The American case was 
‘instructive’ in this respect, Smith noted, in part because of the swift transmutation of a ‘New 
World’ wilderness into the biblical promised land, the ‘land of destiny’ that was, by the 
nineteenth century, both represented and refracted through the ‘vast canvasses’ of landscape 
artists such as Thomas Cole, Frederic Edwin Church and Albert Bierstadt. In ‘their 
evocations of the American continent,’ he argued, these artists ‘were able to evoke religious 
and biblical images to express the awful grandeur of both American landscape and American 
national destiny’ (Smith 2003: 49, 138, 141). 
 Smith’s focus on the power of the painted canvas, both to invoke and evoke 
nationalist sensibilities reminds us that, in the words of art historian Wanda Corn, the 
‘language of nationalism is inseparable from the history of American art’ (Corn 1999: xv). As 
in Smith’s analysis, however, much of the focus of scholarly enquiry into the national 
message of American art has been on the early-mid-nineteenth century, in particular on the 
Hudson River School and its progeny and on their role in identifying and giving visual 
expression to a ‘national landscape’ (Morgan 2018). This approach has been challenged, 
however, by Angela Miller who posits that ‘the expression of national identity in landscape 
art’ was neither natural nor inevitable, but derived from the bias and the cultural and 
nationalist ambitions of a northeastern elite to the exclusion of alternative iterations of the 
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nation (Miller 1993: 3). One could go further, however, and argue that this particular iteration 
of the nation only achieved its social, political and cultural dominance through conflict. 
 In this respect, it is the broader arguments that Smith presents in Chosen Peoples that 
facilitate a more comprehensive and nuanced approach to American nationalism, divided as 
this too often is by an analytical approach that sometimes struggles to merge two quite 
distinct traditional trajectories that, by the mid-nineteenth century, arguably achieved a form 
of visual coherence on canvas. These eventually twinned but initially discrete, divided 
trajectories both had their roots in the nation’s colonial past. The first of these cohered around 
the earliest British forays into what eventually became Virginia. Reports sent back from this 
‘New World’ by explorers and adventurers described a land of promise, a land of plenty. 
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Figure 1: ‘Adam and Eve in America,’ Theodor de Bry, artist, from Thomas Hariot, A briefe 
and true report of the new found land of Virginia (1590). Reproduced courtesy of Library of 
Congress Prints and Photographs Division LC-USZC4-5347. 
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 But this was no empty Eden, as many of the earliest propaganda pamphlets made clear. 
Often lavishly illustrated, these publications presented their readers with images of a world 
they could hardly have imagined, a land inhabited by a warlike race who painted their bodies 
‘in the most terrible manner that they can devise’ and were armed for battle at all times 
(Mancall 2007: 4-7; Hakluyt 1588). From the perspective of Elizabethan England, this was 
indeed a brave new world that had such people in it; but it was nevertheless a land of 
opportunity, both in terms of material wealth and the chance to secure the religious 
conversion of the indigenous peoples.  
The main appeal for the earliest prospective colonists lay in the land itself, a land, 
according to a subsequent propagandist pamphlet, that was ‘commendable and hopefull every 
way, the ayre and clymate most sweete and wholsome, much warmer then England, and very 
agreeable to our Natures’ (Johnson 1609: 6, 10). More interested in what the land could do 
for them than what they might do for the land, the Virginian colonists commodified both the 
land and, in time, those who worked upon it to create a system of chattel slavery that, by the 
mid-nineteenth century, not only made the southern states distinctive in but detrimental to the 
nation, certainly from a northeastern perspective.  
It was the later colonists, mainly Puritans, those who landed further north in what 
became New England, who transformed the land from simple commodity to more complex 
covenant; who made of it what Smith defines as an ‘ethnoscape’ and Philip Gorski has 
summed up as a promised land that crossed ‘landscapes both light and dark’ (Smith 2003: 7; 
Gorski 2017: 35). It was those Puritans who really wrote themselves, and in time the future 
nation, into a landscape that became for them, and for future generations, the basis of the 
nation’s civil religion, a territory of biblical tradition out of which the secular republic would 
rise: the land became the new Israel, and Americans, white Americans at least, the new 
Chosen People of the earth. This perspective located America within a secular 
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postmillennialist milieu, one most famously enunciated in 1726 by Irish philosopher George 
(Bishop) Berkeley: ‘Westward the Course of Empire takes its Way,/The four first Acts 
already past,/A fifth shall close the Drama of the Day;/Time’s noblest Offspring is the last’ 
(Barringer 2002: 58). 
 
 
Figure 2: ‘Across the Continent, “Westward the course of empire takes its way”,’ Currier and 
Ives lithograph, artist Fanny Palmer, c.1868. Reproduced courtesy of Library of Congress 
Prints and Photographs Division LC-DIG-ppmsca-03213. 
 
 
There was, of course, an impulse more practical than prophetic in the alignment of the 
American colonies, and later the nation, with Israel, and its first European immigrants with 
the Chosen People. It originated in the land itself. The American national landscape was, 
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from the outset, problematic. America, as Smith notes, was hardly ‘a promised land in the 
biblical sense,’ and it was in no sense the settlers’ ancestral land (Smith 2003, 138). It could 
not be construed, at least not by them, as ‘a landscape distinguished from other landscapes 
through its close associations with a particular people and its culture and history.’ In this 
respect, defining it as ‘God-land,’ a designation accorded it by the seventeenth-century 
Puritan founder of Providence Plantation, Roger Williams, elevated it above the earthly realm 
and bequeathed ‘idolatry of land in general and also that idea of a divine promise of land’ to 
the future American nation (Smith 2003: 36; O’Brien 1988: 32). But although Williams, 
described by one historian as America’s ‘nearest approach to the holy man as Protestant 
hero,’ struggled to establish constructive relations between the native nations and European, 
many of his contemporaries and their descendants considered that the land’s divinity was 
both asserted and assured by God’s having ‘cast out the heathen and planted it’ for the benefit 
of European, white settlers alone (Moore 1963: 432; Wecter 1941: 480; Kohn 1945: 279).  
This particular trope persisted well into the nineteenth century. It was common 
enough that Herman Melville invoked it in his 1850 novel White-Jacket: ‘we Americans,’ he 
asserted, ‘are the peculiar, chosen people—the Israel of our time; we bear the ark of the 
liberties of the world.’ Americans, according to Melville, were ‘the pioneers of the world; the 
advance-guard sent on through the wilderness of untried things, to break a new path in the 
New World that is ours.’ The past, he averred, ‘is the text-book of tyrants; the Future the 
Bible of the Free’ (Melville 1892: 126-7; Boyer 1992: 75-6). Yet by the time that Melville 
published White-Jacket, the stability and future security of the New Israel was under threat, 
and not just from the slaveholding states of the South. The fear that the nation was growing 
too fast for its federal structures to cope with became more widespread, especially among the 
northeastern elites. Seeking both evidence of their own historical trajectory and proof that the 
republican experiment was destined to determine a new, modern political path, they 
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addressed themselves to such apparently traditional subjects as ‘The New World and the New 
Man,’ but took J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur’s famous question, ‘What, then, is the 
American, this new man?,’ in entirely new directions (Crèvecoeur 1983: 69-70).  
No longer quite so interested in the idea of ethnic and cultural merging, antebellum 
political theorists located themselves firmly upon the ‘new cerebral shores’ of ‘a nation vast 
in numbers and in power, existing not as an aggregate of fragments, but as an organic unit, 
the vital spirit of the whole prevailing in each of its parts.’ Disseminated from the pulpit as 
much as through political channels and landscape paintings, it was perhaps unsurprising that 
the language deployed to describe the state remained religious its evocation of a national 
secular ‘spirituality.’ This, Unitarian minister David Atwood Wasson argued, ‘must appear to 
crown and complete this great continental body, otherwise America is acephalous’ Wasson 
1858: 515, 519; Peden 2009: 53). 
Wasson was not, however, advocating strong, centralized leadership as a necessary 
requirement for or consequence of the growth of the state. The ‘weight of an elephant could 
not be sustained by the skeleton of a gazelle,’ he argued, ‘the bones must be made stouter as 
well as longer.’ But he was not anticipating bulked-up bureaucratic bones for the nation; far 
from it. ‘It is, indeed, the chief recommendation of our federative form of government,’ he 
proposed, that it ‘localizes legislation, and thus, by lessening the number of interests that 
demand a national consent lessens equally the strain upon the conscience and judgment of the 
whole’ (Wasson 1858: 515). In a similar vein, political theorist Francis Lieber, later the 
author of the Code for the Government of Armies in the Field (1863) that established the rules 
of war, contemplated the necessary parameters of peace in a nation traditionally suspicious of 
‘the convergence of all the rays of power into one central point.’ Long before the Civil War 
of 1861-1865 threatened to tear the nation apart, he, like Wasson, had argued that what 
America required was not centralization, but nationalization, which he defined as ‘the 
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diffusion of the same life blood through a system of arteries, throughout the body politic, 
indeed,’ he asserted, nationalization ‘is the growing of the body politic as such, morally, and 
thoroughly cemented, out of a mass, otherwise uncemented’ (Lieber 1839: 497). 
 This conceptualization of the body politic, however, highlighted the persistent 
uncertainties at the heart of the American state. In common with many writers, preachers and 
politicians of the period, Wasson was doing little more than evincing an extension of what 
J.G.A Pocock famously defined as the ‘Machiavellian moment’ into the later antebellum era. 
This may be unsurprising. America retained through the early nineteenth century many of the 
problems that had pertained in the colonial period. Americans still inhabited ‘a Country 
without a Court,’ and were not yet ‘face to face with modern government as a force they must 
and could find means of living with’ (Pocock 2003: 509, viii). Clearly concerned with such 
matters as ‘balanced government, dynamic virtù, and the role of arms and property in shaping 
the civic personality,’ for Wasson, size really mattered. ‘The bounds of the state may, indeed, 
not pause where the sustenance of its integral life fails,’ he mused, but the risk was that ‘its 
extension will be purchased with its freedom—the quality debased as the quantity increases’ 
(Wasson 1858: 519). And it was a very similar perspective that led the author Nathaniel 
Hawthorne to regard the break-up of the union after 1861 as almost inevitable, not because 
northern victory seemed uncertain, but because retaining the Confederate states in the nation 
seemed unwise. As he wrote to education advocate Elizabeth Peabody, the ‘best thing 
possible, as far as I can see, would be to effect a separation of the Union, giving us the west 
bank of the Mississippi and a boundary line affording as much Southern soil as we can hope 
to digest into freedom in another century’ (Hawthorne quoted in Stewart 1937: 98).  
The difficulty for Hawthorne as for Wasson and Lieber was that whilst they could 
quite comfortably, and confidently discuss the idea of patriotism, and of the loyalties 
associated with the individual state, the larger question of nationalism remained unsettling 
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because it seemed to them that the nation could not yet safely ‘digest’ a single, unifying 
sentiment, and certainly not one predicated upon freedom far less on the belief that the nation 
was a New World Israel. It was only the individual state, according to Hawthorne, which 
‘comes nearest home to a man’s feelings,’ whereas ‘the General Government claims his 
devotion only to an airy mode of law, and has no symbol but a flag’ (Hawthorne 1862: 48). 
Patriotism was the more potent force, because it was local, and served, for Lieber at least, as 
‘the transition and link between the state, as jural institution, and the society as the aggregate 
of living men.’ It was nothing less than ‘that sympathy which brings affection into the state, 
and without which the state would often be deprived of its primum mobile…Without patriotic 
spirit,’ Lieber concluded, ‘men would separate into different sects, hostile parties, companies, 
schools of science, and interest alone, or abstract right, would not be able to supply the bond’ 
(Lieber 1839: 210).  
Whether nature, the land itself, could in any coherent sense supply this bond was, in 
the opinion of noted northern author Oliver Wendell Holmes, Sr., hardly a given either. ‘For 
all the declamation about the sources of inspiration to be found in the grandeur of nature in 
our Western world, and the influence to be exerted by our free institutions,’ he argued, ‘they 
have hitherto impressed a tendency to the useful, rather than the beautiful, upon the national 
mind.’ For Holmes, the enthusiasm of artists notwithstanding, Americans seemed more 
wedded to an early Virginian than to a New England interpretation of the land, viewing it 
more as commodity than covenant. ‘The mountains and cataracts, which were to have made 
poets and painters, have been mined for anthracite and dammed for water powers,’ he 
observed, concluding that ‘the material and social peculiarities’ of the ‘new world’ were 
likely to prove more formative of the nation’s future than ‘the terms of our constitution or the 
magnificence of our landscapes’ (Holmes 1840: 358-9).  
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Writing almost two decades later, Wasson was more bullish about America’s 
‘national maxim’ as he defined it: ‘The world is too much governed.’ For him, the absence of 
a strong central state and accompanying sense of nationalism meant that Americans were 
‘thrown back upon underlying principles and universal persuasions—since these of necessity 
become, in the absence of more artificial ties, the chief bind of such peace and cooperation as 
obtain.’ Americans, he asserted, were ‘more in conversation with the heart and pure spiritual 
fact of humanity than any other people of equal power and culture. We necessarily deal,’ he 
proposed, ‘more with each other on a bond and basis of common persuasion.’ And he 
observed that American ‘politics are yearly becoming more and more questions of principle, 
questions of right and wrong’ (Wasson 1858: 524).  
Even in 1858, Wasson perceived no danger in this. ‘There is almost infinite promise 
and significance,’ he was certain, ‘in this gradual victory of the moral over the political, of 
life over mechanism’ (Wasson 1858: 524-5). And yet as far as the state was concerned he, 
like Lieber, fell back on what were, in essence, rather vague constructions concerning 
sentiment and spirituality, principles and persuasions without ever being able to define what, 
in national terms, these might consist of. On the verge of a civil conflict that threatened to 
dissolve the nation, Wasson’s conception of the ‘New World,’ as that of the generations 
before him, still revolved around ‘a utopian perception of global space in America,’ a land 
that, as he described it, represented an aggregate of individual parts awaiting animation by 
some as yet ill-defined life force (Pocock 2003: ix).  
So even as landscape artists such as Frederic Edwin Church and Albert Bierstadt 
urged northerners, though their evocations of the ‘American sublime,’ to locate this utopian 
ideal in the natural world around them, and thereby assured them of the sacred trust inherent 
in the nation they were fighting to save, they did so in the context of a widespread concern 
that their nation lacked both the legislative ligaments and the nationalist muscle required to 
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sustain the state. They also worked, and presented their work to the public gaze, in the even 
more immediate, violent and visceral context of the landscape of conflict; a landscape that 
encompassed battlefield and homefront alike, even in the northern states presented with an 
endless stream of walking wounded returning home from the front, alongside the grim, and 
graphic images of the dead frozen for eternity in the photographs that comprised Matthew 
Brady’s 1862 New York exhibition, ‘The Dead of Antietam.’  
 
 
 
Figure 3: Antietam: photograph of three dead soldiers, by Alexander Gardner (Brady’s 
Album Gallery 559). Reproduced courtesy of Library of Congress Prints and Photographs 
Division LC-DIG-ds-05174. 
 
This conflict landscape was visible to outsiders as it was to Americans themselves. 
British journalist Edward Dicey, reporting from Washington DC, described the ‘endlessly 
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military panorama’ that was ‘unrolling itself ceaselessly’ before him. All around the city, as 
Dicey recorded, ‘every hillside seemed covered with camps,’ whose ‘white tents caught your 
eye on all sides,’ whilst across the river, ‘the great army of the Potomac stretched miles away, 
right up to the advanced posts of the Confederates south of the far-famed Manassas. The 
numbers were so vast, he commented, “that it was hard to realize them’ (Dicey 1898: 142-3). 
And as the war progressed, many of the white tents came to house the wounded, such that 
poet Walt Whitman described the scene around Washington as one of little, tented towns ‘of 
wounds, sickness and death’ (Whitman 1983: 47).  
 
 
 
Figure 4: Brandy Station, Virginia, Headquarters of the Army of the Potomac (East). Timothy 
H. O’Sullivan, photographer. Reproduced courtesy of Library of Congress Prints and 
Photographs Division LC-DIG-cwpb-03754. 
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This brutal, destructive and depressing landscape was a world away from that of the 
towering peaks, sweeping vistas, and brooding skylines represented in two of the most 
famous paintings to appear on the eve of the Civil War: Emanuel Gottlieb Leutze’s famous 
image, Westward the Course of Empire Takes its Way (1861) and Frederic Edwin Church’s 
Our Banner in the Sky (1861). Leutze’s painting, a depiction of pioneer families heading 
westwards across the Rockies, has been described by art historian Tim Barringer as 
representing ‘the power of a colonising force over a subjugated region,’ an interpretation of 
America’s ‘Manifest Destiny’ that would have had an uneasy contemporary resonance in the 
context of the secession of many southern states at the time it was unveiled (Barringer 2002: 
57). Church’s work, a romantic representation of the American flag inscribed on the heavens, 
was, by contrast, deliberately deployed as a piece of potent pro-Union propaganda and 
reproduced widely in a range of patriotic publications. It represented nothing less than ‘a 
sudden and simultaneous outburst of patriotism [that] electrified the entire North, West, and 
East of America,’ as one contemporary description put it (Miller 1993: 131).  
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Figure 5: ‘Our heaven born banner,’ pro-Union patriotic print (lithograph) based on Frederic 
Edwin Church’s oil painting ‘Our Banner in the Sky,’ 1861. Reproduced courtesy of Library 
of Congress Prints and Photographs Division LC-USZC4-12417. 
 
The Civil War, in effect, determined the both the immediate reception and the longer-
term response to landscape paintings such as Church’s Niagara (1857), The Heart of the 
Andes (1859), Twilight in the Wilderness (1860) and Cotopaxi (1862), and Albert Bierstadt’s 
Rocky Mountains, ‘Lander’s Peak’ (1863), this last named for explorer and Union general 
Frederic Lander who had died in 1862. Absent the conflict context, all would have 
undoubtedly enjoyed a wide, but essentially elite audience. In the context of the war, 
however, these paintings not only reached a wider, although largely northern audience, but 
became infused with a national significance over and beyond that of the national imagining of 
the artist himself. This nationalist message was powerfully reinforced by the display of some 
of these – Church’s The Heart of the Andes and Bierstadt’s Rocky Mountains, ‘Lander’s 
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Peak’ – at the Union fund and morale-raising Metropolitan Sanitary Fair in New York in 
1864 (Miller 1993: 111). 
 
 
Figure 6: stereograph format photograph showing Frederic Edwin Church’s painting ‘The 
Heart of the Andes’ flanked by portraits of American presidents in the fine art gallery of the 
Metropolitan Sanitary Fair in New York in 1864. Reproduced courtesy of Library of 
Congress Prints and Photographs Division LC-DIG-stereo-1s04584. 
 
 
 Arguably it was only the context of Union death and sacrifice, of images of a man-
made wilderness of blasted trees and dead bodies juxtaposed against the work of artists such 
as Leutze and Church, that enabled the wider American public to identify, and identify with 
the nationalist messages of landscape art. The sacrificial component of the very different 
landscapes of war unfolding before their eyes provided a route back into a narrative that 
assured them that they were the Chosen People and the land that they were fighting to secure 
a New World Israel. In this respect, the Civil War simply reinforced the sense that Americans 
were, to deploy John Breuilly’s phrase, an ‘embattled people’ (Breuilly 1993: 68). By 
subsuming the practical and political concerns of men such as Holmes, Lieber and Wasson 
concerning the rapid geographic and demographic growth of the state into an earlier, 
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essentially colonial nationalist construction, the Civil War effectively merged what Smith has 
identified as covenantal and missionary myths of ethnic election, respectively, into an 
overarching narrative of national renewal (Smith 2003: 49).  
There were limits to the efficacy of this, of course. Religiously and racially imagined, 
America’s particular iteration of the Chosen People trope was never designed for the nation 
of immigrants that the United States became and that it now struggles still to be. In this 
respect, the nation’s landscape remains a promised land forever out of reach to those most 
determined to reach it. Mexican-American author and activist Luis Alberto Urrea arguably 
captures this juxtaposition of landscape and longing best in his emotive description of how 
the United States is seen from across its southern border. ‘One of the most beautiful views of 
San Diego,’ he notes, ‘is from the summit of a small hill in Tijuana’s municipal garbage 
dump,’ a place where people ‘scavenge for bottles, tin, aluminium, cloth,’ where ‘the city 
drops off its dead animals’ to be ‘piled in heaps six feet high and torched. In that stinking 
blue haze, amid nightmarish sculptures of charred ribs and carbonized tails,’ Urrea observes, 
‘the garbage-pickers can watch the buildings of San Diego gleam gold on the blue 
coastline…like a big electric dream’ (Urrea 1993: 31). But this most modern invocation of 
the ‘American sublime’ is not new. In the nineteenth century, the juxtaposition of landscape 
art and the conflict landscape within which this was displayed highlighted for 
contemporaries, and reminds us still today, of the perennial struggle between the violence and 
the vision, the secular and the sacred that lies at the heart of American nationalism.    
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